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Purpose of the Study 
In recent years, the law enforcement community has had a negative light cast upon them, 
specifically regarding the controversial use of force toward unarmed black males (see, e.g., 
Horton, 2019; “Controversial Police Encounters Fast Facts”, 2020). Even when evidence points 
to the justifiable use of force, complainants continue to suggest that the police use this force 
against unarmed black males “in cold blood,” without justification or probable cause (Novak, 
1995). While families of deceased victims wait with “guarded optimism” (Horton, 2019), 
demanding that the officer involved be punished, defenders of police officers argue that the 
stressful and often rapidly-evolving nature of police work is grounds for such actions (Palmiotto, 
2017). Yet this punishment or exoneration of accused officers does not address the underlying 
issue at hand— police-community relations. 
Although officer-community relations are currently a hot topic, they are unquestionably 
not a brand-new one. From slave patrols in colonial America to baton beatings during Civil War 
riots, forms of police brutality have been seen throughout the history of policing (Palmiotto, 
2017).  Furthermore, although advances in policing have been made, it seems that police 
agencies continue to project a bad image, with citizens believing that the police are not trained 
well enough or equipped enough to carry out their daily duties. According to Bittner (1970),  
Even if the police officer of today did not evoke the images of the past at all, he would 
still be viewed with mixed feelings, to say the least. For in modern folklore, too, he is a 





work can entirely abolish the sense that there is something of the dragon in the dragon 
slayer. (p. 13) 
It appears that no amount of good press is able to reduce the historically tainted view of policing. 
As law enforcement entities around the world attempt to rid themselves of the past injustices 
created by officers before them, feelings of corruption and dishonor continue to be felt among 
communities (Bittner, 1970). Therefore, preserving and sustaining the public’s trust in law 
enforcement has become the main goal for police departments across the country (The 
President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing Final Report, 2015). 
Arguably the start of the modern-day version of this conflict between police and the 
community began with the case of Rodney King in 1991. Following the King incident, a reported 
64 percent of whites and 92 percent of blacks believed that the officers involved should have 
been convicted (Sigelman, Welch, Bledsoe, & Combs, 1997). Although officers involved in this 
blatantly visible form of police brutality were ultimately acquitted of all charges, King became a 
prominent symbol of police brutality, and the reputation of policing would never be the same. 
(Rodney King Incident, 2018).  
  Not long after the Rodney King incident, the Los Angeles Police Department chose to 
form a committee, which was tasked with examining excessive force, bias, and racism 
throughout the department. Constructed in 1991, the Christopher Commission proposed that a 
more community-oriented form of policing should replace the historical paramilitary style of law 
enforcement that was being used (Novak, 1995). Various modifications such as increased 
transparency, increased training, and a citizen complaint hotline, were presented to the 
department following the commission's report. Trainees began learning more about cultural 





as an alternative to force (Novak, 1995). However, the arduous relationship between the police 
and the community would continue with controversial cases such as Michael Brown in Ferguson, 
Missouri. When Officer Wilson shot and killed Michael Brown, public outrage relating to 
perceived law enforcement discrimination became more visible (Wilson, 2015).  
 While the Department of Justice Report (2015) on the Ferguson case states that all 
evidence leans in favor of Officer Wilson’s account of the incident, some community members 
believe that it was an act of racial profiling and sheer discrimination (Wilson, 2015). Witnesses 
claimed that Brown was attempting to surrender after fleeing from Wilson, raising his arms in 
submission. But these same witnesses also state seeing Brown drop his arms and begin 
“charging” at Wilson. Protests erupted throughout the city, with some demonstrators yelling 
“Kill the Police” (Department of Justice, 2015). Soon, the events in Ferguson were broadcasted 
around the world, with societies questioning law enforcement’s legitimacy and seeking criminal 
justice reform (Maguire, Nix, & Campbell, 2017). 
Studies show that public confidence in law enforcement drastically changes after highly 
publicized incidents (Weitzer, 2015). Some scholars even believe that poor media coverage from 
incidents such as Ferguson has created a "war on cops" (MacDonald, 2017) in which police 
officers feel that they are "under siege" (Comey, 2015) from community members. Because of 
this, many police officers have felt the need to disengage with the communities that they serve 
(MacDonald, 2016). According to a member of the National Police Association, 
The Ferguson Effect has become so prevalent as to embolden suspects to refuse to 
comply with police commands, instigate violence against officers and bring civil actions 





Ferguson Effect has been a reduction in proactive law enforcement by agencies across the 
country and corresponding increases in violent crime. (Adminpolice, 2019)  
Although no evidence of a Ferguson Effect causing an increase in crime exists (Rosenfeld & 
Wallman, 2019; Maguire et al., 2017; Tiwari, 2016: Pyrooz, Decker, Wolfe, & Shjarback, 2016), 
it is evident, however, that police departments across the country were feeling the effects of the 
negative publicity. Citizens across the nation sympathized with the victims of these events, but 
law enforcement personnel were left to fend for themselves, knowing that communities across 
the country did not trust the police (Wilson, 2015), questioning the character and legitimacy of 
policing practices (Maguire et al., 2017).  
In an effort to improve police-community relations, President Barack Obama called on 
respected members in policing to form a Task Force and produce guidelines for police 
departments (The President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing Final Report, 2015). The Task 
Force’s mission was to "strengthen community policing and trust among law enforcement 
officers and the communities they serve" (p. iii). This 21st Century Task Force discussed the need 
for collaborative relationships between law enforcement agencies and the public using six 
"pillars" to strengthen police-community relations. These pillars included: building trust and 
legitimacy, policy and oversight, technology and social media, community policing and crime 
reduction, training and education, and officer wellness and safety (The President’s Task Force on 
a 21st Century Policing Final Report, 2015). Although pillars three through five offer insight as 
to how law enforcement can better their community relations, pillar one—building trust and 
legitimacy— is the most effective in explaining the importance of the relationship between a 
police department and its community.  
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Pillar one: Building Trust and Legitimacy, is focused on the decades-long premise that 
residents of a community are more inclined to obey laws when they are enforced by people 
whom they believe can be trusted and that this legitimacy can be attained when acting authorities 
operate using procedural justice (Tyler & Folger, 1980; Tyler, 1990). The report advises that law 
enforcement culture should become more transparent and seek community feedback on 
departmental policies and procedures. Departments are also urged to develop non-enforcement 
activities with their communities, such as mentoring programs and sports teams with officer 
involvement, increasing relationships between the officers and their community. Conclusively, 
pillar one calls for the diversification of police personnel throughout the entire department to 
more clearly reflect the demographics and culture of the community they serve. Historically, 
minority communities have had less confidence in law enforcement (Decker, 1981; Webb & 
Marshall, 1995), and many police leaders believe that diversifying police personnel can increase 
cultural awareness and improve understanding between all communities (The President’s Task 
Force on a 21st Century Policing Final Report, 2015).  The 21st Century Policing Report (2015) 
states that:  
Many agencies have long appreciated the critical importance of hiring officers who 
reflect the communities they serve and also have a high level of procedural justice 
competency. Achieving diversity in entry level recruiting is important, but achieving 
systematic and comprehensive diversification throughout each segment of the department 
is the ultimate goal. (p. 16)  
However, the report further states that: 
It is also important to recognize that diversity means not only race and gender but also the 





improve the culture of police departments and builder greater trust and legitimacy with 
all segments of the population. (p. 17)  
Although this concept is plausible, the question soon becomes whether diversifying police 
personnel (e.g., race, sex, experiences, backgrounds) will have an impact on compliance amongst 
members of the community. Thus, this thesis aims to understand police-community relations, 
specifically the interaction of community member and officer characteristics as they relate to 
community member compliance in police contacts. Officer and community member sex, race, 
and ethnicity will be explored in an attempt to determine a connection between these 
characteristics and the probability to comply with police requests. If there is a significant 
relationship between any of these characteristics and compliance with police, future policy 
implications may need to be addressed, such as the diversifying of police personnel to more 
clearly represent the communities they serve. This may increase the perceived legitimacy of the 


















THEORETICAL ROOTS OF COMPLIANCE 
Currently, forty-four states and the District of Columbia all have legislation criminalizing 
disobeying lawful police orders (Mooney, 2020). Put frankly, most people legally do not have 
the liberty to disobey or resist the police if they are given a lawful command. Yet citizens 
continue to defy laws they do not agree with, subsequently challenging police authority. When 
this occurs, law enforcement officers oftentimes feel attacked (Palmiotto, 2017), putting their 
safety at risk. Consequently, officers oftentimes have no alternative but to apply force when 
citizens refuse to cooperate (Palmiotto, 2017). Unfortunately, according to Palmiotto (2017), use 
of force often "pits the police against the people they are sworn to protect and serve" (p. ix). 
Historically, the term law enforcement originates from the police’s ability to use literal 
force (Palmiotto, 2017). While there is no universal definition concerning the use of force 
(National Institute of Justice, 2020), the International Association of Chiefs of Police (2001) 
defines use of force as "the amount of effort required by police to compel compliance by an 
unwilling subject." According to the United States Civil Rights Commission (1981), law 
enforcement's "general responsibility to preserve peace and enforce the law carries with it the 
power to arrest and to use force—even deadly force” (p. v). Nevertheless, police use of force 
continues to be a misunderstood power of law enforcement authority (Alpert & Smith, 1994), but 
Bittner (1970) proposes that law enforcement’s ability to use force is quite unique. While other 
professionals, such as doctors and mental health professionals, are unable to use force to obtain 
the desired outcome, the police exist for this very reason. According to Bittner (1970), “the role 
of the police is best understood as a mechanism for the distribution of non-negotiably coercive 





46). While it remains a controversial subject among law enforcement personnel and the 
communities they serve, the dispute is not expected to disband any time soon. According to 
Skolnick & Fyfe (1993), “As long as some members of society do not comply with law and resist 
the police, force will remain an inevitable part of policing” (p. 37).   
 This chapter details two different perspectives for understanding officer use of force and 
community member compliance—the officer’s perspective and the community’s perspective 
based on social science research. First, this discussion elaborates on the methods officers are 
trained in when it comes to obtaining community member compliance and use of force in any 
given situation. Second, a review of the research on compliance provides insight into why people 
obey the law and the police. 
Officer Training: Emphasizing Safety 
Law enforcement officers are tasked with maintaining law and order in the communities 
they serve. In order to do so, they need the public's help, not only for helping apprehend 
offenders but also for general compliance with the law and the officers. Without this compliance, 
law enforcement would be overwhelmed and unable to maintain order in the community (Tyler, 
1990; Tyler, 2004). Although voluntary compliance is preferred, it is not always given. When the 
public does not comply with officers, officers have the capacity to bring a situation into 
compliance using force for the safety of the public and the officer (Palmiotto, 2017). 
As such, police officers live by an "I-win" mentality, which refers to their need to survive 
every call for service they are involved in (J. Pollett, personal communication, 2018). For 
officers, going home at the end of the day, in the same manner they showed up for work, is their 
way of winning. To accomplish this, officers need to practice officer safety. Within the law 





more appropriate question is when and how bad (J. Pollett, personal communication, 2018). 
Accordingly, when officers of the law believe that (1) there is a threat directed at the officer, 
other community members, or forms of property, (2) there is an unlawful attempt at flight from 
officers, (3) verbal tactics have been used and unsuccessful, and (4) an unexpected event of 
increased concern occurs which subsequently changes the officer’s current priorities, force 
should be used (Georgia Public Safety Training Center [GPSTC], 2017). 
According to GPSTC (2017), there are two main ways of gaining compliance, which 
involve the power of control, which deals with use of force, and the power of influence, which 
deals with respecting the public. But, this capacity to use force in order to gain compliance is not 
unlimited. When it comes to using force, officers are directed to use the standard of objective 
reasonableness to ensure that excessive force is not applied. Graham v. Connor (1989) states: 
Our Fourth Amendment jurisprudence has long recognized that the right to make an 
arrest or investigatory stop necessarily carries with it the right to use some degree of 
physical coercion or threat thereof to effect it. See Terry v. Ohio, 392 U.S. at 392 U. S. 
22-27. Because "[t]he test of reasonableness under the Fourth Amendment is not capable 
of precise definition or mechanical application," Bell v. Wolfish, 441 U.S. 520, 441 U. S. 
559 (1979), however, its proper application requires careful attention to the facts and 
circumstances of each particular case, including the severity of the crime at issue, 
whether the suspect poses an immediate threat to the safety of the officers or others, and 
whether he is actively resisting arrest or attempting to evade arrest by flight. See 
Tennessee v. Garner U.S. at 471 U.S. 8-9 (the question is “whether the totality of the 
circumstances justifie[s] a particular sort of…seizure”). (p. 490 U.S. 396)  
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These “Graham Factors”: (1) severity of the crime, (2) whether the suspect is an immediate 
threat to the safety of the officers or others, (3) the degree to which the suspect resists arrest or 
detention, and (4) any attempts to evade arrest by flight, are explained to officers to assure that 
they are acting reasonably when it comes to the amount of force being used (GPSTC, 2018). 
While every police department has its individual policies and procedures when it comes to using 
force, the belief that officers should use "only the amount necessary" to take control of an 
incident is continuously recommended (National Institute of Justice, 2020). Furthermore, 
the ‘reasonableness’ of a particular use of force must be judged from the perspective of a 
reasonable officer on the scene, rather than with the 20/20 vision of hindsight. See Terry 
v. Ohio, supra, at 20-22. The calculus of reasonableness must embody allowance for the
fact that police officers are often forced to make split-second judgements — in 
circumstances that are tense, uncertain, and rapidly evolving — about the amount of 
force that is necessary in a particular situation. (p. 490 U.S. 396-397) 
  However, 
It is impossible to train police officers like a computer which reacts to a situation in the 
exact same way by following a set protocol. Although the police do have many protocols 
regarding what procedures should be taken in a given situation, there are still many 
factors that cannot be fully covered in the protocol. (Palmiotto, 2017, p. 59) 
Indeed, officers are trained to focus on the safety of themselves when interacting with the public, 
which entails gaining the compliance of individuals and bringing situations to "order." 
While enrolled in the police academy, recruits learn about the survival triangle, which 
involves (1) mental and physical conditioning, (2) tactics, and (3) delivery (GPSTC, 2018). By 





day police activities. Additionally, in order for officers to exercise quality officer safety, 
complete situational awareness is essential. In law enforcement, complacency kills (GPSTC, 
2018), so being observant and conscious is of utmost importance. This is taught by using the 
acronym SARA which stands for Scanning, Analysis, Response, and Assessment (GPSTC, 
2017). This allows officers to identify potential problems and prioritize them, determine the 
seriousness of each situation, address those situations, and evaluate the success of the resolution 
used.  
Officers are also taught that they should constantly be cognizant of where a subject's 
hands are positioned. Hands can handle weapons intended to harm others, so witnessing bare 
hands diminishes the officer's odds of being surprised with a weapon, reducing the stress of 
officers involved. While use of force training, such as defensive tactics and weapons training, 
has always been a staple in police academy curriculum, more emphasis is currently being put on 
de-escalation and verbal skills, which emphasize compliance without officers resorting to 
physical force (Sergevnin & Ross, 2017).  For officers, being able to prevent an incident from 
escalating is very valuable. 
Currently, police training is centered on problem-based training, focusing on lectures, 
role-playing, and varying demonstrations (Sergevnin & Ross, 2017). However, in the last few 
years, it has been argued that recruits need added scenario-based training, which will allow them 
to experience situations that they will encounter once they hit the streets. For this reason, use of 
force/de-escalation simulators have become more widely used for stress intensity training in 
order to increase officer perception and assessment skills in policing situations (Ross, Murphy, & 
Hazlett, 2012). Reformation in police training is expected to continue to evolve, as new 





officers are instructed how to use force, the public needs to recognize that compliance with 
officers is not only a legal requirement in most states, but that officers are authorized to use the 
means necessary to keep the public safe, keep themselves safe, and bring situations under 
control. Ultimately, for officers, officer safety is paramount. Their reactions in situations seek to 
not only gain compliance of individuals and control in a situation but to protect themselves from 
any hidden dangers.  
Community Perspective: Compliance with Legitimate Authorities 
From the community’s perspective, Tyler (1990) argues that compliance stems from a 
belief in legitimacy. In his book Why People Obey the Law, he states that “legitimacy in the eyes 
of the public is a key precondition to the effectiveness of authorities” (p. 5). According to the 
Georgia Public Safety Training Center (2017), “Police legitimacy is the concept that the public 
will “allow” itself to submit to authority when agencies are morally just, honest, and worthy of 
trust and confidence” (p. 10). The lecture, Fostering Positive Community Relations, explains that 
police legitimacy is about more than being lawful. It is about perception, and successful 
legitimacy depends on the reactions and views of the community. In order to be viewed as 
legitimate, officers need to gain the public’s trust and confidence and show that they are acting in 
a fair and honest way (p. 11).   
 Because the police rely on the community’s willingness to obey the law to maintain 
public order, securing a positive image from the community and operating in instances that 
encourage compliance is essential (Tyler, 1990; GPSTC, 2017). According to many sources 
(GPSTC, 2017; Tyler, 1990; Tyler, 2004; Mazzerolle, Bennett, Davis, Sargeant, & Manning, 
2013; Kitzman & Emery, 1993; Lind, Kulik, Ambrose, & de Vera Park, 1993), in theory, if law 





are destined to voluntarily comply with police commands, therefore allowing departments to 
“concentrate their resources on those people and situations in which compliance is difficult to 
obtain” (Tyler, 2004, p. 84). 
According to Tyler (1990), two perspectives on legitimacy exist, the normative 
perspective, and the instrumental perspective. The instrumental perspective suggests that people 
behave in ways that are most beneficial to their self-interest. This viewpoint is highly associated 
with deterrence theory, which argues that the severity of a punishment guides someone's 
behavior when deciding to break or follow the law. Therefore, it is believed that increasing the 
punishment associated with compliance will lead to heightened compliance by members of 
society.  
In contrast, people who conform to the normative perspective are more concerned with 
behaving in ways that are intrinsically moral and fair. This group of people tends to obey the law 
because they either consider it morally sound to do so, or they believe that the authorities 
enforcing the laws have the right to do so. From this perspective, people are more interested in 
being treated equitably or fairly by authority than receiving a satisfactory outcome (Folger & 
Tyler, 1980; Tyler, 1990). Compliance research has shown that people are more willing to 
voluntarily comply when law enforcement officers act in ways that their community members 
believe are fair (Kitzman & Emery, 1993; Lind et al., 1993; Mazzerolle et al., 2013). 
According to the normative perspective, to achieve compliance by being viewed as 
legitimate, the use of procedural justice is regarded as the most successful avenue. Procedural 
justice involves the tactics and procedures that are used by the police, and the fairness and 
neutrality of officers when interacting with the public (GPSTC, 2017). Specifically, people want 
to feel as if they were involved in the decision-making process when involved with law 
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enforcement; they want to be understood and acknowledged. GPSTC (2017) teaches that there 
are three principles of procedural justice which include: (1) actively listening to community 
members and considering their side of the argument, (2) taking community member’s needs and 
concerns into account, and (3) explaining the decisions made and treat people the way that you 
would want to be treated in the same situation. When law enforcement officers respect members 
of the community, encounters are more likely to be resolved with cooperative behaviors. As 
such, officers should treat community members with dignity and respect, act as a neutral 
decision-maker, be fair, and provide community members with an opportunity to express 
themselves (Tyler, 1990). Accordingly, when citizens conclude that the police are legitimate, 
they are more prone to feel obligated to support the laws, thus voluntarily complying with police 
(Tyler, 1990; Tyler, 2004; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003).   
From the community perspective, when officers address community members using the 
"third degree," seemingly excessive force, or appear disrespectful towards community members, 
a negative representation of policing is created, which consequently threatens police legitimacy 
(Palmiotto, 2017, p. 8). When perceptions of legitimacy and confidence in the police are lost 
amongst the community, the community’s support for and compliance with a department 
inevitably declines. Although many government entities understand that the police operate under 
a small margin of error when using force to gain compliance (United States Civil Rights 
Commission, 1981), the police need the cooperation from the vast majority of the community to 
be successful at preserving order, which is why maintaining legitimacy is so critical for law 
enforcement (Tyler, 1990).  
Lawrence Sherman’s Defiance Theory, which suggests that individuals feel obligated to 





offenders can subsequently cause more crime (Sherman, 1993). According to Sherman (1993), 
when individuals believe that they are harshly or unfairly punished, the need to rebel and 
challenge authorities is likely to proceed. Because punishment is presumed to apply shame those 
being punished, some offenders transform this shame into “defiant pride” (Sherman, 1993). 
Tyler (1990) agrees with this notion, suggesting that punishments perceived as unfair are more 
likely to reduce compliance because these punishments are seen as illegitimate. Similarly, 
Durkheim (2012) believes that “for any penalty to have an educational influence, it must seem 
worthy of respect to the person on whom it is inflicted” (p. 179). However, criminal sanctions 
have different effects for different people, but overall, people feel more willing to obey laws 
when they are administered fairly (Sherman, 1993). Therefore, from this perspective, officers 
increasing the punishment associated with non-compliance (i.e., use of force) or being 
disrespectful toward community members is likely to produce non-compliance itself from 
community members. 
Conclusion: The Conflict Between Police and Community Perspectives 
From these theoretical perspectives regarding compliance—officers focused on safety 
and the community on legitimacy—these differing foci may be a source of tension in police-
community interactions. While officers are continually trying to exercise officer safety tactics to 
keep themselves and the community safe, community members are focused on being treated 
fairly. That is not to say that these two are mutually exclusive—they are not. Nonetheless, these 
differing perspectives and priorities may underlie variation in the perceived compliance of 









FACTORS INFLUENCING COMPLIANCE 
Information from multiple researchers has found that a combination of officer attributes, 
situational factors, legal characteristics, community member characteristics, and geographic 
setting are all vital when predicting compliance among community members (McCluskey, 2003; 
Brandl & Stroshine, 2013; Bazley, Lersch & Mieczkowski, 2007; Terrill, 2003). Theoretically, if 
criminal justice professionals are conscious of the characteristics that motivate voluntary 
compliance, police agencies can redefine their tactics and procedures in anticipation of 
improving compliance rates (McCluskey, 2003). Thus, this chapter focuses on the evidence 
regarding the rates of compliance and use of force as well as the specific factors that may 
influence these behaviors.  
General Compliance Rates 
Prophesying compliance is complex and oftentimes challenging for scholars to research. 
Because circumstances shift within various incidents, an array of diverse factors influence 
whether or not a subject is likely to comply with a particular form of compliance. While 
investigating compliance rates, McCluskey (2003) divided compliance into three categories, 
which included (1) information requests, (2) behavior requests, and (3) requests for self-control. 
Information requests involve situations such as traffic stops where officers request personal 
information such as driver's licenses. Examples of behavior requests are an officer's request to 
stand in a certain location or allowing themselves to be handcuffed or placed in a patrol vehicle. 
Requests for self-control involve an officer's request of the subject to leave the scene or stop 





compliance that is being asked of the community member. For example, entry tactics may play a 
significant role when asking for self-control but not necessarily for behavior requests. 
With data collected from the Project on Policing Neighborhoods (POPN) in 1996, McCluskey's 
(2003) research showed that approximately 87 percent of citizens comply with information 
requests, roughly 78 percent comply with behavior requests, around 89 percent of community 
members comply with self-control requests.  
 Similar findings were acquired from McCluskey, Mastrofski, and Parks (1999), as well as 
Mastrofski, Snipes, and Supine (1996). Research by McCluskey et al. (1999) found that 
community members who were asked to leave the scene or leave someone alone complied at a 
rate of approximately 86 percent, and when asked to stop disorderly behavior, compliance was 
gained about 75 percent of the time. Overall, McCluskey et al. (1999) found that community 
members were compliant with police requests in about 80 percent of situations. Similarly, 
Mastrofski et al. (1996) found that compliance was given in 78 percent of situations. 
While dissecting this data, McCluskey (2003) determined that situational, legal, officer, 
and community member characteristics all play a significant role in compliance inquiry, with 
differing levels of significance depending on the form of compliance. McCluskey (2003) argues 
that 
Future research on compliance needs to explore the specific police actions that develop a 
"sense of justice" or "sense of injustice" among citizens encountered by police. That 
research also needs to explore how preexisting attitudes effect the interpretation of police 







General Use of Force Rates 
Police use of force rates are also inconsistent and often contradictory due to the absence 
of a consistent definition for use of force and excessive use of force (Bazley et al., 2007; 
McEwen, 1996). Terrill (2003) states that "there is a substantial amount of variation found from 
one study to another (as low as 1%, McLaughlin, 1992, and as high as 22%, Garner et al., 1995)" 
(p. 58). However, according to McEwen (1996), "even if a definition were agreed on, questions 
would still exist about the best source for determining the incidence of excessive force" (p. 6). 
Law enforcement entities from around the country have particular opinions surrounding what 
constitutes 'using force' and what does not. Because of this, statistics on use of force can often 
yield mixed results. Also of importance is the fact that force lies on a continuum and that there 
exist multiple forms of force, such as physical force and verbal force (Terrill, 2003). Without 
accounting for the evolution of police-citizen encounters, an accurate picture of use of force 
cannot be attained (Terrill, 2003). 
Bayley (1986) claims that police-citizen encounters occur in three stages: (1) contact, (2) 
processing, and (3) exit. Force can increase, decrease, and remain constant throughout these 
stages. However, police use of force is a rare occurrence (Alpert & Dunham, 1999; Garner, 
Schade, Hepburn, & Buchanan, 1995; Garner, Buchanan, Schade, & Hepburn, 1996; National 
Institute of Justice, 1999; Klinger, 1995) and that a small proportion of police officers are 
involved in these events (Lersch & Mieczowski, 1996).  
According to Brandl and Stroshine (2013), 70.9 percent of officers included in their 2010 
study of a large municipal police department were not associated with any use of force incidents 
in the year 2010. Surprisingly, 5.4 percent of officers accounted for nearly 40 percent of all use 





the department. Garner and Maxwell (2002) ascertained that physical force in their 1996-1997 
study of 7,512 custodial arrests was used in fewer than 1 in 5 arrests. These statistics confirm 
that police use of force is an uncommon occurrence and when it is employed, the force is 
measured at the lower end of the spectrum (McEwen, 1996; Garner et al., 1995; Klinger, 1995; 
Garner & Maxwell, 2002).  
Similar to Brandl and Stroshine (2013), Terrill (2003) determined that force was only 
used in 15 percent of incidents involved in a 3,544-respondent survey of police-suspect 
encounters in Indianapolis and St. Petersburg, when including handcuffing and pat-downs as 
uses of force. When handcuffing and pat-downs were excluded, use of force diminished to 
roughly 5 percent. Terrill (2003) also determined that pain compliance and impact methods were 
used in fewer than 1 percent of all incidents. While the media advertises liberal use of force rates 
and police brutality, the reality is that both of these phenomena occur infrequently and that many 
officers do not resort to coercive tactics when managing situations (Sykes & Brent, 1980; 1983). 
 Although police brutality and excessive force are hot topics universally, the related topic 
of subject resistance is seldom addressed. Terrill, Alpert, Dunham, and Smith (2003) define 
suspect resistance as "acts that thwart, obstruct, or impede officers' attempts to elicit information; 
failure to respond or responding negatively to an officers' commands or threats; and any physical 
act, proactive or reactive, against officers' attempts to control a suspect" (p. 57-78). Research 
notes that the most reliable predictor of use of force by police is the use of force—viewed as 
resistance—yielded by the suspect (Garner et al., 1996; McEwen, 1996; Terrill et al., 2003). 
While researching compliance and officer use of force, Terrill (2003) argues that "as [the] level 
of suspect resistance increases per the initial suspect action, the level of force increases" (p. 75). 





that resisted in some way. These statistics validate that police officers often use force following a 
subject's resistance and therefore it is important to understand that the initial use of force may not 
always be precipitated by officers. 
Factors Influencing Compliance and Police Use of Force 
 SITUATIONAL CHARACTERISTICS. Situational characteristics surrounding an 
event, which refer to the circumstances that are unique to each call for service by the police, can 
have a profound effect on compliance. Factors such as entry tactics, arrest activity, the presence 
of an audience, and social ecology are all incorporated within these characteristics. Toch (1995) 
even proposes that the location of an incident affects use of force because certain patrol officers 
are assigned to areas that have a higher crime rate. The time of day that these incidents transpire 
can also have an impact on use of force (Brandl & Stroshine, 2013). This section specifically 
focuses on the evidence related to the presence of an audience/bystanders, social ecology, police 
tactics, and arrests. 
First, the presence of an audience or third party is a notable predictor of compliance 
(Milgram, 1973), but there are mixed results concerning the number of people involved in a 
situation. According to some research, if an incident takes place in the presence of a crowd, the 
involved subject is less likely to comply due to the fear of 'losing face' in front of a large 
gathering of people (Lanza-Kaduce & Greenleaf, 1993; Muir, 1977; Tedeschi & Felson, 1994). 
However, additional inquiry finds that if a single third party is compliant, the probability that the 
other subject will be compliant increases (McCluskey, 2003). If the third party is resisting, that 
party is likely to decrease compliance. It was also found that the more officers that are present 





Garner and Maxwell (2002) and Worden (1995) believe that the more officers and spectators that 
remain on scene, the more likely use of force—and thus, less compliance—will transpire.  
Second, social ecology, which refers to the relationship between community members 
and their environment, plays an influential function in compliance. When officers are involved in 
matters that reside in areas where neighborhood cohesion is weak, it is anticipated that 
compliance will be weaker (McCluskey, 2003). Because disorganized neighborhoods have 
limited ties, informal social control is thought to be minimal. Due to this "concentrated 
disadvantage" (Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997), community members in certain 
neighborhoods are more inclined to resist the police. Related to this is the idea that lower-class 
citizens are less likely to comply with the police, due to the decrease of perceived legitimacy of 
the police (Hagan & Albonetti, 1982). Theoretically, the more informal social control a 
neighborhood possesses, the more likely compliance will be voluntary (McCluskey, 2003). 
Residents who live in areas with more substantial amounts of strain are likewise less apt to 
comply (Cloward & Ohlin, 1960).  
Third, police entry tactics involve the methods that law enforcement personnel exercise 
when entering a situation, such as breaking down doors, carrying out no-knock warrants, and 
behaving aggressively at the start of an event. These tactics can be crucial regarding compliance, 
due to the initial impression they make on the subjects involved in a situation. Although it is 
assumed that more forceful entry tactics can mitigate compliance because they encourage 
defiance (Mastrofski et al, 1996), others maintain that forceful entry tactics cut off a subject's 
capacity to rebel, seizing control of the situation (Bayley, 1986). McCluskey (2003) found that 
when asking for compliance regarding self-control, more forceful entry tactics modified 





initially used at the beginning of a confrontation, the more resistance an officer was given by the 
subject. Terrill (2003) also found that if an incident begins with some application of force by the 
officers involved, the more likely the community members is to resist. Nonetheless, McCluskey 
(2003) notes that "the initial state of an encounter is, theoretically, expected to be a good 
predictor of a citizen's choice to obey the police's request for compliance" (p. 15). Terrill (2003) 
found that there was a 10 percent increase in community member resistance when officers began 
the initial encounter with verbal force. This research concludes that the way that an officer enters 
into a situation has a great deal of importance regarding whether forceful measures will be 
applied, subsequently increasing or decreasing compliance. 
Fourth, an officer threatening arrest on a subject can increase compliance if the subject 
believes that the risk of rebelling and subsequently being arrested is lower than the reward in 
resisting (McCluskey, 2003). If members of the community recognize that noncompliance can 
result in an arrest, they are more likely to cooperate. Alternatively, Paternoster, Bachman, 
Brame, and Sherman (1997) believe that when using increased coercion such as handcuffing, 
noncompliance is more likely to occur. This philosophy is based on the concept of police 
legitimacy as well as defiance theory, spoken about previously. If officers use force that 
community members consider is illegitimate, noncompliance is more likely to occur 
(McCluskey, 2003; Sherman, 1993). Ultimately, McCluskey (2003) determined that threatening 
arrest improves compliance from a subject by 1.6 percent, but once the subject is in custody, 
noncompliance becomes three times more likely to occur.  
LEGAL CHARACTERISTICS. Legitimacy is a particularly prevalent topic when 
discussing compliance and use of force. As stated previously, community members are more 





legitimate (Tyler, 1990). Mastrofski et al. (1996) and McCluskey et al. (1999) both suggest that 
legitimacy is important when trying to predict compliance among community members. This 
legitimacy typically manifests from departments practicing procedural justice. As perceived 
procedural justice increases, compliance will likewise increase (McCluskey, 2003; Milgram, 
1973). According to Tyler (1988),  
Seven aspects of procedural justice make an independent contribution to assessments of 
process fairness: the effort of the authorities to be fair; their honesty; whether their 
behavior is consistent with ethical standards; whether opportunities for representation are 
given; the quality of the decisions made; whether opportunities to appeal decisions exist; 
and whether the behavior of the authorities shows bias. (p. 21) 
Tyler clarifies that community members aspire to be heard. They want officers to listen to their 
take on the situation and take it into account when determining a resolution. McCluskey (2003) 
states  
holding all else constant, citizens who receive respectful treatment from the authorities 
are almost twice as likely to comply, and those receiving disrespectful treatment are 
nearly twice as likely to rebel. If the citizen's voice is terminated by the police, they are 
more than twice as likely to rebel against the police request for self-control. If the police 
demonstrate their commitment to making an informed decision by seeking information 
about the presenting situation, citizens are more than twice as likely to comply with the 
phase 1 request for self-control. (p. 91) 
McCluskey (2003) argues that when police are bipartisan and do not choose a side during an 
incident, the subjects involved are more likely to comply. If officers grant community members 





increased compliance (Tyler, 1990; Tyler, Rasinski, and Spodick, 1985). However, if the police 
cut someone off while they are speaking, compliance is expected to decrease (Tyler, 1988; Lind 
& Tyler, 1988). Overall, as the perceived legitimacy of a department increases, compliance from 
community members is anticipated to increase (Tyler, 1988; Milgram, 1973).  
OFFICER AND COMMUNITY MEMBER CHARACTERISTICS. There is also 
inconsistent data regarding whether officer and community member characteristics play a 
significant part in compliance and an officer's decision to use force. Terrill and Mastrofski 
(2002) believe that "who the citizen is" and "what the citizen does" is of great importance in an 
officer's decision to use force and Worden (1995) suggests that certain "types" of officers are 
more likely to use force than others. In contrast, according to the National Institute of Justice 
(1999), an officer's background characteristics are said to not be significantly related to 
community member compliance rates, nor the officer's use of force against a subject.  
Analysis of gender1 differences for police officers' use of force is conflicting. While the 
majority of research indicates that there is no significant gender difference regarding use of force 
(Terrill & Mastrofski, 2002; Sun & Payne, 2004), there are limited studies that suggest that male 
officers are more likely to use force (Garner & Maxwell, 2003; Garner, Maxwell, & Heraux, 
2002; Brandl & Stroshine, 2013). More thorough research will need to be done in order to arrive 
at a clearer conclusion.  
Speculations that community members are more likely to comply with officers that share 
their same race exist, but research on this continues to be incongruous (McCluskey, 2003). 
According to Weitzer (2000), "contemporary public policy presupposes that police officers 
 
1 As with previous social science research, this researcher recognizes a distinct difference between the terminology 
‘gender’ and ‘sex.’ However, for the sake of consistency, gender will be used when discussing previous research 
that uses this term. Likewise, sex will be used when describing findings and results that derive from research 





should be racially representative of the areas in which they work in order to foster good police-
community relations" (p. 1). According to the National Crime Prevention Council (1995), a 
common belief is that law enforcement agencies that "look like" the communities will foster a 
more positive relationship with the communities they serve. This same-race dyad theory suggests 
that officers and community members of the same race understand how to communicate with one 
another more effectively while also being less coercive (Mastrofski, Snipes, Parks, & Maxwell, 
2000; Barlow & Barlow, 2000). 
When examining officer race, many researchers have declared that there is no influence 
of officer race on use of force (Skogan, Frydl, & the National Research Council, 2004; Garner et 
al., 1995; Terrill & Mastrofski, 2002; Worden, 1995). In contrast, Sun and Payne (2004) 
concluded that officer race was a significant influence on officer coercion but arrived at the 
conclusion that officer race is solely significant in areas with a distinct racial composition. 
Furthermore, Brown and Frank (2006) suggest that the nature of the encounter has significant 
influence when addressing whether race influences compliance or use of force between officers 
and community members. 
However, Hagan and Albonetti (1982) found that minority community members often 
have a negative view of the police, which can create certain perceptions of the police by minority 
community members. Thus, race can condition someone's interpretations of police actions, 
which can generate a mixed response—compliance or resistance—to the same stimuli (Erez, 
1984; Kerner, 1968; Dunham & Alpert, 1988). 
When it comes to the interaction of officer and community member race, Brown and 
Frank (2006) believe that black officers apply more coercion toward black community members 





and Cohen and Chaiken (1972) observed that minority officers use more force, and Alpert & 
Dunham (1999) found that minority officers are more likely to use force against community 
members of their same race. Conversely, Alex (1969) believes that a "double marginality" exists 
for black officers who he believes become entangled in a loyalty conflict between that of black 
members of the community and of blue police officers. He infers that black officers must choose 
between being black or being blue. However, research by McCluskey et al. (1999) finds that no 
same-race dyad exists and that there is no relationship between race and citizen compliance.  
Ultimately, McCluskey (2003) suggests that an officer's race can create certain 
perceptions concerning the legitimacy of the officer. In a sense then, the legitimacy of the officer 
is more influential than the officer's race. Yet, law enforcement officers that represent the 
majority of the community tend to be seen as more legitimate than minority officers (Mastrofski 
et al., 1996). A study by Barlow and Barlow (2000) even implies that acquiring more black 
officers will increase the perceived legitimacy of the department for black citizens in the 
community. It is also asserted that African American community members believe that black 
officers will administer the law impartially and shield other black citizens from potential racism 
(Dulaney, 1996).  
In addition, an officer's attitude or demeanor towards subjects in a situation continues to 
be a strong predictor of compliance. The more discourteous and rude officers behave toward 
community members, the more reluctant those people are expected to comply (Mastrofski et al., 
1996; McCluskey et al., 1999; Wiley & Hudik, 1974). Bayley (1986) found that officer 
behaviors, such as listening, questioning, and seeking information, are more prone to lead to 
compliance than coercive behaviors. An officer's desire to gain knowledge about a case further 





information enables that officer to appear more dedicated and invested in the case (McCluskey, 
2003).  
Furthermore, community member attitudes and irrational behaviors, such as being too 
emotional and being under the influence of alcohol or drugs, are also substantial factors in 
influencing compliance. People who have intense emotions, are hostile, mentally ill, or are under 
the influence of drugs or alcohol are significantly more likely to refuse to comply with police 
requests (McCluskey, 2003; National Institute of Justice, 1999). According to Alpert and 
Dunham (1999), 42 percent of people involved in use of force matters were under the influence 
of alcohol or drugs. People with mental disorders are also more likely to rebel against officers 
because they may not be capable of interpreting social cues (Tedeschi & Felson, 1994). The 
National Institute of Justice (1999) also revealed that community members "said that their own 
actions, such as threatening police, may have provoked officers" (p. ix). This demonstrates that 
people take responsibility for how their actions provoke police use of force. 
The research surrounding the impact of officer age on use of force is somewhat mixed. 
Some research reveals that more youthful officers are more likely to use force (Bayley & 
Garofalo, 1989; Cohen & Chaiken, 1972; Garner et al., 2002). However, Bayley and Garofalo 
(1989) and Brandl and Stroshine (2013) mention that, in fact, it is the less experienced officers 
that use more force more frequently. In contrast, other research shows no connection between 
age and use of force (Sun & Payne, 2004). 
For community members, age is one of the three main predictors of compliance— (1) 
youthfulness, (2) race, and (3) social class (McCluskey, 2003). Historically, younger individuals 
are more likely to rebel against the police (McCluskey, 2003) because they are typically less 





matters (Sampson & Bartusch, 1998). According to McCluskey (2003), for every one-unit 
increase in the subject's age, the likelihood for compliance is 1.19 times more likely. Thus, as 
youth grow into adulthood, they also move towards greater compliance with the police.  
Conclusion 
 While research continues to be inconsistent regarding which situational, officer, and 
community members characteristics influence compliance and police use force, it is evident that 
these factors affect the interaction between the police and community member. This study will 

































CURRENT STUDY AND METHODOLOGY 
Current Study 
 As tension continues to rise between law enforcement and the communities they serve, 
questions involving race have become more prevalent in this post-Ferguson era. While research 
on these topics has become commonplace for criminal justice professionals, the research 
continues to produce mixed results regarding whether or not a community member or police 
officer’s sex or race/ethnicity is significant when gaining compliance. Knowing what factors are 
significant regarding community member compliance will enable law enforcement to modify 
their tactics when engaging with members of the public and criminal justice professionals will 
possess information to enhance their ability to create new policy. 
As stated previously, police use of force is typically a rare occurrence, happening 
anywhere from 1-20 percent of police encounters. By understanding the police-community 
relationship more thoroughly, a clearer understanding of how situational, legal, officer, and 
community member characteristics influence compliance can be attained. 
Thus, this study seeks to explore these interactions in the Post-Ferguson era by using 
information previously obtained in encounters between law enforcement officers and community 
members. The research question being addressed in this study is whether the interaction of 
race/ethnicity and sex of the community member and police officer matter regarding compliance 
with the police. Based on previous research concerning these topics, the following hypotheses 
emerge: 
H1: Officer demographic characteristics will not be significant factors pertaining to 





a. Sex will not influence community member compliance 
b. Race will not influence community member compliance 
c. Ethnicity will not influence community member compliance. 
H2: Community member demographic characteristics will not be a significant factor 
pertaining to compliance with police. 
a. Sex will not influence community member compliance 
b. Race will not influence community member compliance 
c. Ethnicity will not influence community member compliance 
d. Age will not influence community member compliance 
H3: The interaction of an officer’s characteristics and a community member’s 
characteristics will not be a significant factor pertaining to compliance with police. 
a. An officer’s race and community member’s race will not influence community 
member compliance 
b. An officer’s race and community member’s ethnicity will not influence 
community member compliance  
c. Conversely, an officer’s ethnicity and a community member’s race will not 
influence community member compliance 
d. An officer’s race and community member’s sex will not influence community 
member compliance  
e. Conversely, an officer’s sex and a community member’s race will not influence 
community member compliance 






g. An officer’s ethnicity and community member’s sex will not influence 
community member compliance 
h. An officer’s sex and community member’s ethnicity will not influence 
community member compliance  
i. An officer’s ethnicity and a community member’s ethnicity will not influence 
community member compliance 
Methodology  
DATA. The cross-sectional data being used was collected between July 1- December 31, 
2015, using the Police-Public Contact Survey (PPCS), which acts as a supplement to the 
National Crime Victimization Survey conducted by the Bureau of Justice Statistics. Respondents 
were asked about their experiences with police encounters within the last 12 months of their 
interview.  
SAMPLE. Using the data from the PPCS dataset, 4,714 cases are used to assess 
compliance with police, consisting of both subject stops (7.64%) and traffic stops (92.36%). 
While the data originally contained 90,719 cases, only 4,714 cases contain the necessary 
information that is vital to answering the research question; the remainder either had no contact 
with police or were not involved in a traffic or subject stop with the police in the previous 12 
months.  Similarly, the original sample contained 423 variables, however, only 112 variables are 
used to determine significant factors when complying with police. Furthermore, the PPCS 






 The weighted analytic sample is 59.26% male and 40.74% female, with the mean age 
being 39.85 (standard deviation = 16.12). Respondents were 79.70% White, 20.30% Hispanic, 
and 73.71% reported working at a job or business in the last week.  
DEPENDENT VARIABLES. The dependent variable in this study is community 
member compliance with the police. This was measured through multiple variables that were 
condensed to form a single variable relating to compliance with police. For subject stops, the 
original variables (PPCS variable name in parentheses) included to detect compliance with police 
were gathered using the question stem “At any time during this contact did you…” and the 
following items: (1) Disobey or interfere with the officer(s) (V164), (2) Try to get away (V166), 
(3) Push, grab, or hit the police officer(s) (V168), (4) Resist being handcuffed, arrested, or 
searched (V170), (5) Complain to the officer(s) (V172), (6) Argue with the police officer(s) 
(V174), (7) Curse at, insult, or verbally threaten the police officer(s) (V176), or (8) Physically do 
anything else (V178). Respondents reporting that they had engaged in at least one of these 
actions were coded as non-compliant (= 0), whereas those who reported not engaging in any of 
these behaviors were coded as compliant (= 1). However, it is important to understand that, 
similar to use of force, compliance lies on a continuum, often making it complicated to measure. 
Therefore, for simplicity, multiple variables are combined to produce a dichotomous measure of 
compliance. 
 For traffic stops, multiple variables are also combined to form a single variable regarding 
compliance with police. The original variables (PPCS variable name in parentheses) were 
gathered using the question stem “At any time during this contact did you…” and the following 
items: (1) Disobey or interfere with the officer(s) (V306), (2) Try to get away (V308), (3) Push, 





(V312), (5) Complain to the officer(s) (V314), (6) Argue with the police officer(s) (V316), (7) 
Curse at, insult, or verbally threaten police officer(s) (V318), or (8) Physically do anything else 
(V320). Again, these variables are all combined to assess compliance with police in that a 
respondent reported to have engaged in at least one of these behaviors was coded as non-
compliant (= 0), whereas those who reported not engaging in any of the behaviors were coded as 
compliant (= 1).  
INDEPENDENT VARIABLES. The respondent’s sex is represented by the variable 
SEX by using (1) for Male and (2) for Female. Officer sex is represented by the variables V67A 
and V189A by using (1) for Male and (2) for Female. Respondent’s age is represented by the 
variable AGE, measured continuously. 
Respondent race was initially captured with the following categories: (1) White only, (2) 
Black only, (3) American Indian, Alaskan Native only, (4) Asian only, (5) Hawaiian/Pacific 
Islander only, (6) White-Black, (7) White-American Indian, (8) White-Asian, (9) White-
Hawaiian, (10) Black-American Indian, (11) Black-Asian, (12) Black-Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, 
(13) American Indian-Asian, (14) Asian-Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, (15) White-Black-American 
Indian, (16) White-Black-Asian, (17) White-American Indian-Asian, (18) White-Asian-
Hawaiian, (19) 2 or 3 races, or (20) 4 or 5 races. However, this variable was dichotomized into 
(1) White and (0) People of Color for the sake of analysis. To capture the respondent’s Hispanic 
ethnicity, the variable HISP is dichotomized into (1) Yes, respondent is Hispanic, (2) No, 
respondent is not Hispanic, and (3) Don’t know. 
This study used the civilian-reported officer’s race from the subject stop and traffic stop.   
Similar to respondent race, officer race is simplified as (1) White and (0) People of Color using 





coding was (1) White, (2) Black or African American, (3) American Indian or Alaska Native, (4) 
Asian, (5) Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, and (6) Don’t know. In addition, the 
reported Hispanic ethnicity of an officer comes from the PPCS variable V67 for subject stops 
and V190 for traffic stops. Respondents were asked if the police officer was of Hispanic or 
Latino origin, coded as (1) Yes, (2) No, or (3) Don’t know. 
Multiple variables are also conjoined to reflect police officers’ use of force toward 
community members during a subject stop. The original variables were collected with the 
question stem “At any point during the contact, did the police do any of the following…” with 
the following items included: (1) Shout at you (V138), (2) Curse at you (V140), (3) Threaten to 
arrest you (V142), (4) Threaten you with a ticket (or other tickets) (V144), (5) Threaten to use 
force against you (V146), (6) Actually push or grab you (V148), (7) Handcuff you (V150), (8) 
Actually kick or hit you (V152), (9) Actually spray you with a chemical or pepper spray (V154), 
(10) Actually use an electroshock weapon against you, such as a stun gun (V156), (11) Actually 
point a gun at you, (V158) or (12) Use any other type of force (V160). These variables were 
combined to reflect the presence (= 1) or absence (= 0) of officer use or threat of force. Similar to 
respondent compliance, these variables have been combined for this study. 
Likewise, multiple variables are also combined to reflect police officer’s use of force 
against community members during a traffic stop. The original variables used collected using the 
question stem “At any point during this contact, did the police do any of the following…” with 
the following items: (1) Shout at you (V279), (2) Curse at you (V281), (3) Threaten to arrest you 
(V283), (4) Threaten you with a ticket [or other tickets] (V285), (5) Threaten to use force against 
you (V287), (6) Actually push or grab you (V289), (7) Handcuff you (V291), (8) Actually kick 





use an electroshock weapon against you, such as a stun gun (V297), (11) Actually point a gun at 
you (V299) or (12) Use any other type of force (V301). These variables were combined to reflect 
the presence (= 1) or absence (= 0) of officer use or threat of force. 
The presence of a civilian audience during a subject stop was determined by the 
following variables: “Were there any other persons with you at the time of the stop” (V36)  (1 = 
Yes, 0 = No), “How many other persons were with you at the time of the stop” (V38) (measured 
continuously), while the presence of additional officers was captured through, “At the time you 
were stopped, how many officers were present” (V65), which was coded as (1) One officer, (2) 
Two officers, (3) More than 2 officers, and (4) Don’t know. 
The presence of a civilian audience during a traffic stop was determined by the following 
variables: “Were there any other persons in the vehicle with you at the time of the traffic stop” 
(V205)  (1 = Yes, 0 = No), and “How many other persons were in the vehicle with you at the 
time of the traffic stop” (V206)  (measured continuously), while the presence of additional 
officers was captured through “How many officers were present at the beginning of this stop” 
(V189), coded by (1) One officer, (2) Two officers, (3) More than 2 officers, and (4) Don’t 
know/remember. 
The month of the contact is represented by V33, for subject stops, and V189_1, for traffic 
stops. Each captured the month of the contact with the numerical value corresponding to the 
calendar month (e.g., 1 = January, 2 = February). Respondents were also given the option of (97) 
Don’t know exact month within reference period or (96) Outside the reference period. 
Whether or not a police officer gave a reason for stopping the respondent is represented 
by variables V34, “Did the police give a reason for stopping you” (1 = Yes, 2 = No), and V210, 
42 
“Did the police officer (s) give a reason for stopping the vehicle” (1 = Yes, 2 = No, 3 = Don’t 
know). 
The legitimacy of a subject stop and the officer’s actions are represented by the variables 
V66, “Would you say the police had a legitimate reason for stopping you” (1 = Yes, 2 =No), 
V162, “Do you feel (this action was/these actions were) necessary” (1 = Yes, 2 = No, 3 = Don’t 
know), and V163, “Do you feel any of the actions used against you were excessive” (1 = Yes, 2 
= No, 3 = Don’t know). The legitimacy of a traffic stop and that officer’s actions are represented 
through the variables V248, “Would you say that the police officer(s) had a legitimate reason for 
stopping you” (1 = Yes, 2 = No, 3 = Don’t know), V304, “Do you feel (this action was/these 
actions were) necessary” (1 = Yes, 2 = No), and V305, “Do you feel any of the actions used 
against you were excessive” (1 = Yes, 2 = No). 
CONTROL VARIABLES. Various measures were used to control for factors that can 
affect a community member’s willingness to comply with police. The variable WORK is used to 
control for the community member’s employment status in the last week by using (1) Yes 
(employed) and (2) No. The variable INCOME is used to control for income using the following 
response categories (1) Less than $24,999 or NA, (2) $25,000-$49,999, (3) $50,000-$74,999, (4) 
$75,000 or more. To control for the location of residence and population size PLACE is used 
with the following response options to describe the size of the respondent’s community (1) 
Under 100,000/not in a place, (2) 100,000-499,999, (3) 500,000-999,999, (4) 1 million or more. 
The variable V1 is used to show the amount of time a community member spends driving on the 
road, which allows for controlling for the increased likelihood that a person has on being stopped 
in their vehicle by police. This variable is coded as (1) Every day or almost every day, (2) A few 





ANALYTIC STRATEGY. The analytic strategy for this study will unfold in four 
phases. First, descriptive statistics will be examined in order to assess overall rates of compliance 
in subject and vehicle stops as well as the sociodemographic characteristics of the sample, 
including the standard deviations, means, percentages, and range of variables. Second, bivariate 
relationships will be explored to assess the relationship between two variables such as 
compliance and race, compliance and sex, or compliance and age. Third, multivariate models, 
specifically binary logistic regression models, will be estimated to assess whether compliance 
varies by group, controlling for sociodemographic variables. This will enable us to examine the 
impact of sex, race, and age on compliance with all other variables being constant, resulting in 
the estimated odds of someone complying with police depending on their sociodemographic 
characteristics. Sensitivity testing will also be completed for those in subject stops as opposed to 
traffic stops. Fourth, the inclusion of interaction terms in the binary logistic regression models 
for the above-listed hypotheses will be investigated to shed light on the impact of the 










 As seen in Table 1, 59.26 percent of respondents were male while 40.74 percent were 
female. Male officers comprised 96.28 percent of the sample with only 3.72 percent of female 
officers. Of all respondents, 79.70 percent reported being White and 20.30 percent reported 
being people of color. White officers comprised 73.71 percent of the sample, and officers of 
color represented 26.29 percent. Out of all respondents, 12.6 percent identified as being 
Hispanic, whereas 87.40 percent did not. Hispanic officers made up 4.51 percent of the sample 
and non-Hispanics made up 95.49 percent of the sample. The average respondent age was 39.85, 
with a range from 16 to 90 years old. Respondent income was also calculated with 19.02 percent 
of respondents reporting earnings of less than $24,999, 25.99 percent earning $25,000 - $49,999, 
18.64 percent earning $50,000 - $74,999, and 36.34 percent of respondents earning $75,000 or 
more. Out of all respondents, 73.71 percent reported being employed in the past week. 
 Population size was also calculated. According to respondents, 76.72 percent of them 
lived in areas consisting of less than 100,000 people, 13.98 percent lived in areas of 100,000 – 
499,999 residents, 4.82 with a population of 500,000 – 999,999, and 4.48 percent lived in an area 
with 1 million residents or more. The time respondents spend driving was also calculated to 
account for the likelihood of being involved in a traffic stop. Eighty-seven-point ninety-four 
percent of respondents reported driving every day or almost every day, 8.49 reported driving a 
few days a week, 1.25 percent reported driving a few days a month, 0.87 percent reported driving 
a few times a year, and 1.40 percent reported never driving. 












Variable Mean Standard 
Deviation 
Percentage Range 
Type of Stop 
    Subject 
    Traffic 
   
  7.64 
92.36 
 
0 – 1 
0 – 1  
Sex 
    Respondent 
        Male 
        Female 
    Officer  
        Male 
        Female 









0 – 1 
0 – 1  
 
0 – 1  
0 – 1 
Race 
    Respondent  
        White 
        People of Color 
    Officer  
        White 
        People of Color 









0 – 1 
0 – 1 
 
0 – 1 
0 – 1 
Ethnicity 
    Respondent 
        Hispanic 
        Non-Hispanic 
    Officer 
        Hispanic 
        Non-Hispanic 









0 – 1 
0 – 1 
 
0 – 1 
0 – 1 
Respondent Age 39.85 16.12  16-90 
Work 
    Yes 
    No 




0 – 1 
0 – 1 
Income 
    Less than $24,999 or NA 
    $25,000 - $49,999 
    $50,000 - $74,999 
    $75,000 or more 






0 – 1 
0 – 1 
0 – 1 
0 – 1 
Place 
    Under 100,000/not in place 
    100,000 – 499,999 
    500,000 – 999,999 
    1 million or more 






0 – 1 
0 – 1 
0 – 1 
0 – 1 
V1- How Often Drive 
    Every day or almost everyday 
    A few days a week 
    A few days a month 
    A few times a year 
    Never 







0 – 1 
0 – 1 
0 – 1 
0 – 1 





stops, with traffic stop compliance at 93.07 percent compared to 84.10 percent in subject stops. 
Respondents were asked a series of questions regarding different forms of compliance 
throughout the police-citizen encounter. When asked if the respondent disobeyed or interfered 
with the officers, 99.07 percent of subject stop respondents complied and 99.53 of traffic stop 
respondents complied. Ninety-eight-point forty-eight percent of subject stop respondents and 
99.66 percent of traffic stop respondents did not try to flee officers. There was a 100 percent 
compliance rate with subject stop respondents associated with pushing, grabbing, or hitting 
officers involved and 99.68 percent of traffic stop respondents. Ninety-nine-point thirty percent 
of subject stop respondents did not resist being handcuffed, arrested, or searched and 99.56 
percent of traffic stop respondents also did not resist being handcuffed, arrested, or searched.  
Eighty-five percent of subject stop respondents and 93.48 percent of traffic stop 
respondents did not complain to officers, and 94.46 of subject stop respondents and 97.22 
percent of traffic stop respondents did not argue with police officers. Compliance regarding 
cursing at, insulting, or verbally threatening officers was 98.43 percent in subject stops and 99.58 
in traffic stops. One hundred percent of subject stop respondents and 99.68 percent of traffic stop 
respondents reported not doing anything else physical towards officers. 
Bivariate Statistics 
Bivariate statistical analyses were examined to assess the relationship between 
compliance and officer/community member race, compliance and officer/ community member 
sex, and compliance and community member age. As seen in Tables 3 through 8, analyses 
concluded that officer race and compliance was the only statistically significant relationship 















At any time during this contact, did you...   
    Disobey or interfere with the officers  99.07 99.53 
    Try to get away 98.48 99.66 
    Push, grab, or hit the police officer(s) 100.00 99.68 
    Resist being handcuffed, arrested, or searched 99.30 99.56 
    Complain to the officer(s) 85.00 93.48 
    Argue with the police officer(s) 94.46 97.22 
    Curse at, insult, or verbally threaten police officer(s) 98.43 99.58 
    Physically do anything else 100.00 99.68 

















Variable 0 = No 1 = Yes Total 
0 = Male 8.24% 91.76% 59.26% 
1 = Female 6.77% 93.23% 40.74% 





Table 4. Respondent Race and Compliance Bivariate Statistics 
Variable 0 = No 1 = Yes Total 
0 = People of Color 9.29% 90.71% 20.30% 
1 = White 7.22% 92.78% 79.70% 
Total 7.64% 92.36% 100% 







Table 5. Respondent Ethnicity and Compliance Bivariate Statistics 
Variable 0 = No 1 = Yes Total 
0 = Non-Hispanic 7.39% 92.61% 87.4% 
1 = Hispanic 9.36% 90.64% 12.6% 
Total 7.64% 92.36% 100% 







Table 6. Officer Sex and Compliance Bivariate Statistics 
Variable 0 = No 1 = Yes Total 
0 = Male 7.64% 92.36% 96.28% 
1 = Female 7.57% 92.43% 3.72% 
Total 7.64% 92.36% 100% 







Table 7. Officer Race and Compliance Bivariate Statistics 
Variable 0 = No 1 = Yes Total 
0 = Officer of Color 11.18% 88.82% 26.29% 
1 = White 6.38% 93.62% 73.71% 
Total 7.64% 92.36% 100% 







Table 8. Officer Ethnicity and Compliance Bivariate Statistics 
Variable 0 = No 1 = Yes Total 
0 = Non-Hispanic 7.51% 92.49% 95.49% 
1 = Hispanic 10.36% 89.64% 4.51% 
Total 7.64% 92.36% 100% 





88.82 percent of the time. When the officer was White, compliance raised to 93.62 percent. 
Overall, the compliance rate for all officers was 92.36 percent. 
Multivariate Statistics 
 GENERAL MODEL. Model 1 of the multivariate analysis, consisting of both subject 
and traffic stops, concluded that the type of stop (odds ratio [OR] = 1.71) is a significant factor 
when predicting community member compliance at the 95 percent confidence level (p < 0.05), 
but no significant variables were found regarding officer or community members characteristics. 
Model 2 analyses, which consisted of only subject stops showed that respondent age (OR = .96) 
and officer race (white; OR = 2.96) were significant when predicting compliance at the 99 
percent confidence interval (p < 0.01) and 95 percent confidence level (p < 0.05), respectively. 
However, there were no significant factors regarding compliance rates when traffic stops were 
analyzed independently (Model 3). All three models concluded that officer use of force (Model 1 
OR = 0.24; Model 2 OR = 0.10; Model 3 OR = 0.31) and stop legitimacy (Model 1 OR = 6.33; 
Model 2 OR = 4.69; Model 3 OR = 6.66) are significant when predicting community member 
compliance at the 99.99 percent confidence level (p < 0.001). The combined model (Model 1; 
OR = 0.45) and traffic stop model (Model 3; OR = 0.34) showed that whether or not the 
respondent perceived the force to be excessive was significant at the 95 and 99 percent 
confidence intervals. The number of officers present during the encounter were also significant at 
the 95 percent confidence interval for both the combined stops model (OR = 0.99) and the traffic 
stop model (OR = 0.99).  
COMBINED INTERACTIONS. Regarding the multivariate analyses of compliance 
based on the interaction of officer and community member characteristics in the combined 





Table 9. Multivariate Analysis 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
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Control Variables       
CBSA       
  In a CBSA, but not in 
the 
  principal city(ies) of the 
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V1- How often Drive       
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Presence of an Audience       








































Table 10. Examining Officer and Citizen Sex and Race/Ethnicity Interactions in Compliance (Combined) 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 
 b 
(SE) 
OR  b 
(SE) 
OR  b 
(SE) 
OR  b 
(SE) 




OR  b 
(SE) 
OR  b 
(SE) 
OR  b 
(SE) 
OR  





0.46 — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — 
Officer White/ 
Civilian White 
— — -0.28 
(0.35) 
0.76 — — — — — — — — — — — — — — 
Officer Hispanic/ 
Civilian Hispanic 
— — — — -0.05 
(0.75) 
0.95 — — — — — — — — — — — — 
Officer Female/ 
Civilian White 
— — — — — — -1.63 
(1.00) 
0.20 — — — — — — — — — — 
Officer White/ 
Civilian Female 
— — — — — — — — -0.36 
(0.31) 
0.70 — — — — — — — — 
Officer Hispanic/ 
Civilian White 
— — — — — — — — — — -0.47 
(0.76) 
0.62 — — — — — — 
Officer White/ 
Civilian Hispanic 
— — — — — — — — — — — — -0.15 
(0.45) 
0.86 — — — — 
Officer Hispanic/ 
Civilian Female 
— — — — — — — — — — — — — — -0.13 
(0.77) 
0.87 — — 
Officer Female/ 
Civilian Hispanic 









































































































































































Control Variables                   
CBSA                   
  In a CBSA, but 
not in the principal 
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*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
 
 
How often Drive 
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= 0.24), whether the respondent believed that the officer’s use of force was excessive (OR 
between .44 and .46), the number of officers present (OR = 0.99), and the perceived legitimacy 
of the stop (OR between 6.31 and 6.34) were of great significance.  Type of stop was found to be 
significant at the 95 percent confidence interval (p < 0.05). Officer use of force was found to be 
significant at the 99.99 percent confidence level (p < 0.001), excessive use of force at 95 percent 
(p < 0.05), number of officers present at the 95 percent confidence interval (p < 0.05) and stop 
legitimacy at 99.99 percent (p < 0.001). 
 SUBJECT STOP INTERACTIONS. As seen in Table 11, Models 1-4, the multivariate 
analyses estimated on subject stops concluded that there are significant factors pertaining to 
compliance depending on the interaction terms used. Due to the small sample size regarding 
subject stops, certain interactions were unable to be examined, reducing the number of 
interaction models examined from nine to four. When the officer was White and the civilian was 
White (Model 1), age of the respondent (OR = 0.96) was significant at the 99 percent confidence 
interval (p < 0.01), officer use of force (OR = 0.10) was significant at the 99.99 percent 
confidence interval (p < 0.001) and stop legitimacy (OR = 4.93) was significant at the 99.99 
percent confidence interval (p < 0.001). 
 When the officer was Hispanic and the respondent was also Hispanic (Model 2), 
respondent age (OR = 0.96) was significant at the 99 percent confidence interval (p < 0.01), the 
officer being white (OR = 3.00) was significant at the 95 percent confidence interval (p < 0.05), 
and the officer being Hispanic (OR = 0.11) was significant at the 95 percent confidence interval 
(p < 0.05). Officer use of force (OR = 0.09) was also significant at the 99.99 percent confidence 
level (p < 0.001) and stop legitimacy (OR = 4.81) was significant at the 99.99 percent confidence 





 When the officer was White and the civilian female (Model 3), the respondent being 
female (OR = 4.21) was significant at the 95 percent confidence level (p < 0.05), age (OR = 
0.96) was significant at the 99 percent confidence level (p < 0.01), and the officer being white 
(OR = 4.78) was significant at the 99 percent confidence level (p < 0.01). Similar to Models 1 
and 2, officer use of force (OR = 0.09) and stop legitimacy (OR = 4.81) were both significant at 
the 99.99 percent confidence interval (p < 0.001). 
 When the officer was White and civilian Hispanic (Model 4), respondent age (OR = 0.96) 
was significant at the 99 percent confidence interval (p < 0.01) and the officer being white (OR = 
3.26) were significant at the 95 percent confidence interval (p < 0.05). Similar to previous 
models, officer use of force (OR = 0.10) and stop legitimacy (OR = 4.76) were significant at the 
99.99 percent confidence level. 
 TRAFFIC STOP INTERACTIONS. Regarding traffic stop interactions, there were no 
significant factors relating to officer or community member characteristics when predicting 
compliance with the police (Table 12). As with the multivariate analyses on subject stop 
compliance, officer use of force (OR between 0.30 and 0.31) and stop legitimacy (OR between 
6.64 and 6.67) were significant at the 99.99 percent confidence interval (p < 0.001). However, 
whether the subject perceived the officer’s use of force excessive (OR between 0.33 and 0.34) 
was significant at the 99 percent confidence interval (p < 0.01) and the number of officers 






Table 11. Examining Officer and Citizen Sex and Race/Ethnicity Interactions in Compliance (Subject Stops) 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
    b 
(SE) 
OR     b 
(SE) 
OR    b 
(SE) 
OR     b 
(SE) 
OR  
Interaction Terms         
Officer Female/ Civilian Female — — — — — — — — 
Officer White/ Civilian White 1.23 
(1.12) 
3.41 — — — — — — 
Officer Hispanic/ Civilian Hispanic — — 1.70 
(1.76) 
5.47 — — — — 
Officer Female/ Civilian White — — — — — — — — 
Officer White/ Civilian Female — — — — -1.48 
(0.95) 
0.23 — — 
Officer Hispanic/ Civilian White — — — — — — — — 
Officer White/ Civilian Hispanic — — — — — — -0.98 
(1.72) 
0.37 
Officer Hispanic/ Civilian Female — — — — — — — — 
Officer Female/ Civilian Hispanic — — — — — — — — 





































Officer Characteristics         


























  In a CBSA, but not in the principal 















































































































Presence of an Audience 

















































McFadden R2 0.38  0.38  0.38  0.38  
































Table 12. Examining Officer and Citizen Sex and Race/Ethnicity Interactions in Compliance (Traffic Stops) 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 
 b 
(SE) 
OR  b 
(SE) 
OR  b 
(SE) 
OR  b 
(SE) 




OR  b 
(SE) 
OR  b 
(SE) 
OR  b 
(SE) 
OR  





0.51 — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — 
Officer White/ 
Civilian White 
— — -0.30 
(0.40) 
0.74 — — — — — — — — — — — — — — 
Officer Hispanic/ 
Civilian Hispanic 
— — — — -0.09 
(0.78) 
0.91 — — — — — — — — — — — — 
Officer Female/ 
Civilian White 
— — — — — — -1.52 
(0.98) 
0.22 — — — — — — — — — — 
Officer White/ 
Civilian Female 
— — — — — — — — -0.16 
(0.34) 
0.85 — — — — — — — — 
Officer Hispanic/ 
Civilian White 
— — — — — — — — — — -0.32 
(0.74) 
0.73 — — — — — — 
Officer White/ 
Civilian Hispanic 




— — — — 
Officer Hispanic/ 
Civilian Female 
— — — — — — — — — — — — — — -0.21 
(0.80) 
0.81 — — 
Officer Female/ 
Civilian Hispanic 




















































































































































Control Variables                   
CBSA                   
 In a CBSA, but not 
in the principal 
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How often Drive 
  A few times a year — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — 






































  Every day or almost 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
Discussion 
 While the media continues to broadcast high rates of police brutality, community member 
use of force or non-compliant behaviors, which often precede police use of force, are seldom 
addressed. Because of this, law enforcement officers are often portrayed negatively (Juliano, 
2017; Mullis, 2009). Events such as the police shooting in Ferguson, Missouri, continue to 
heighten the tensions that already exist between racial and ethnic minority community members 
and the police, subsequently decreasing the perceived legitimacy of police departments across 
the country (Maguire et al., 2017). Forms of policing such as slave patrols (Palmiotto, 2017), and 
continued scrutiny involving police brutality against unarmed black males (Horton, 2019; 
“Controversial Police Encounters Fast Facts”, 2020) have further harmed a historically tense 
relationship between community members and police personnel. For this reason, the interaction 
of officer characteristics and community member characteristics in police encounters are 
examined to better understand compliant behaviors in an attempt to better understand if and how 
compliance might be increased. 
Findings 
 BIVARIATE. As expected, the compliance rate among community members was far 
greater than the non-compliance rate, with slightly more citizens voluntarily complying with 
police requests during traffic stop encounters (93.07%) versus subject stop encounters (84.10%). 
The bivariate analyses suggest that officer race is significantly associated with compliance in that 
community members’ compliance is higher with White officers (93.62%) than officers of color 





sex are not associated with compliance at the bivariate level. These findings provided support for 
further multivariate analyses to understand these relationships. 
MULTIVARIATE. A combined model of traffic and subject stops was conducted to 
assess the significant factors regarding compliance. Additionally, because the nature of these two 
types of stop differ greatly, separate models were conducted in an attempt to assess any 
differences in which factors are significant between subject and traffic stops. Across all models 
Hypotheses 1a and 1c were supported; officer sex and officer ethnicity were not significantly 
associated with community member compliance. In partial support of Hypothesis 1b, the 
multivariate combined analyses suggest that officer race is a significant factor when predicting 
compliance in subject stops, but not traffic stops. Furthermore, Hypotheses 2a, 2b, and 2c were 
retained because the community member demographic characteristics (i.e., sex, race, ethnicity) 
were not significantly associated with compliance with the police. However, in partial support of 
Hypothesis 2d, the age of the community member was significantly negatively associated with 
compliance in subjects stops but not traffic stops.  
Additionally, as stated in previous research, officer use of force and stop legitimacy were 
of great significance when examining subject stop and traffic stop compliance (Terrill, 2003; 
McCluskey, 2003; Sherman, 1993; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003). Also of significance were the type 
of stop (traffic), the number of officers present, and perceived excessive nature of officer use of 
force. When community members felt that excessive force was being used, compliance 
decreased. An inverse relationship exists between the number of officers present during the 
encounter and the community member’s compliance, suggesting that the presence of more police 
officers decreases voluntary compliance (Lanza-Kaduce & Greenleaf, 1993; Muir, 1977; 
Tedeschi & Felson, 1994).  
74 
INTERACTIONS. Interactions models were examined to better understand the 
relationship between officer and community member characteristics (i.e., race, ethnicity, sex) 
and the level of compliance. Understanding this relationship could affect how law enforcement 
entities diversify and assign their police personnel. Across all models, Hypotheses 3a, 3b, 3c, 3e, 
3f, 3g, 3h and 3i were retained because there were no significant associations between these 
interactions or their conditional effects in community member compliance. 
In partial support of Hypothesis 3d, the interaction models concluded that the interaction 
between an officer’s race and the community member’s sex is only significant and positively 
associated with compliance during subject stops in which the officer is an officer of color and the 
community member is female. However, the direct, or unconditional effect, of an officer’s race 
remained significant as well in that compliance was positively associated with White officers. In 
addition, the interaction of officer ethnicity and community member ethnicity produced 
conditional effects in which Hispanic officers were significantly associated with less compliance 
when engaged with a non-Hispanic community member. Nonetheless, the retention of these 
hypotheses could be present due to few female officers, Hispanic officers, and Hispanic 
respondents, which prohibited interaction analyses for subject stop encounters due to unstable 
models. 
Overall, situational and legal characteristics were larger in significance and magnitude 
than officer or community member characteristics (independently or through interactions) when 
predicting compliance with the police. Defiance theory suggests that individuals often feel an 
obligation to defy authority when they believe there are treated unfairly (Sherman, 1993), which 
relates to the theory of Procedural Justice. When individuals believe that the officers are being 





(Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 1990). For these reasons, it is reasonable to conclude that officer 
and respondent characteristics have a smaller effect on compliance than factors such as 
legitimacy and officer use of force. 
Limitations and Future Research 
 Although this study uses a weighted nationally representative sample, limitations still 
exist. The data collected was obtained by surveying respondents, which creates a greater 
possibility of bias in reporting. Research shows that respondents tend to answer questions that 
make them look most favorable, also known as social desirability bias (Bhattacherjee, N.d.; 
Rosenmen, Tennekoon, & Hill, 2011). Respondents may want to appear more compliant than 
they actually were, subsequently increasing the compliance rates.  Respondents were also asked 
to report on their most recent police contact. As such, respondents could potentially have 
reported about less recent encounters, combined details from multiple encounters, or reported the 
wrong encounter, potentially creating telescoping issues and recall bias (Bhattacherjee, N.d.). An 
additional cause of concern is whether or not the police officers involved in these encounters 
would have reported the same event differently. Simply stated, police officers are heavily trained 
in officer safety, making behaviors viewed as minor and non-aggressive by community members 
potentially being seen as dangerous, aggressive, or non-compliant by police officers (Gilmartin, 
1986). 
The relatively limited number of subject stop encounters, compared to traffic stops, could 
also generate limitations. Interaction effects regarding Hispanics and females were unable to be 
examined due to the limited number of subject stops involving Hispanic and female officers, as 





The specificity of compliance behaviors can also create limitations. The PPCS survey 
only includes eight compliance-based items. This will not allow researchers to capture every and 
all forms of compliant behaviors. Definitions regarding the use of force and compliance also 
vary across departments. For example, while some departments believe that verbal non-
compliance is included in non-compliant behaviors, other departments may only consider 
physical non-compliance to be included (Terrill, 2003). Respondents can also have differing 
definitions for what constitutes non-compliant behavior. The absence of specificity can create 
confusion as to what actions constitute certain non-compliant behaviors. For example, V172 asks 
the respondent if he/she complained to the officer. Because the definition of complain is not 
given, respondents could have different expectations as to what constitutes this behavior. 
As mentioned previously, compliance behaviors also occur on a continuum, making it a 
difficult variable to measure (Terrill, 2003). Because there is no set standard on how to measure 
these behaviors, statistical analyses can be limited. Future research needs to be conducted on 
how to more effectively measure the vast range of compliance behaviors and how to more 
effectively differentiate certain behaviors from others. The use of body-worn camera footage 
captured by law enforcement officers may be a possible resource to accomplish this task by 
allowing researchers to re-watch police-citizen encounters more closely and annotate details in a 
way that is not currently occurring. 
Temporal ordering was also difficult to ascertain. Within this research, it is difficult to 
determine if officer use of force came before the respondent’s non-compliant behavior and vice 
versa. Therefore, this study is unable to speculate whether or how officer use of force and 
community member non-compliance interact with each other. Future research would benefit 






When a community member or law enforcement officer is aware that they are being 
observed for research purposes, how they behave in certain police-citizen encounters can change, 
also known as the Hawthorne effect (Wickström & Bandix, 2000). This can often create false 
positive results similar to a placebo effect (Wickström & Bandix, 2000). Policy makers might 
want to consider using hidden observation (Perssell, Drev, Chudleigh, Creedon, & Gould, 2020) 
or body worn camera (BWC) footage, without the officer’s knowledge, to better explain 
compliance behaviors. Police departments could consider giving officers less discretion 
pertaining to BWC activation. If officers’ cameras are constantly recording, there is a smaller 
chance that office behavior will fluctuate (Maskaly, Donner, Jennings, Ariel, & Sutherland, 
2017). 
 Perceptions about law enforcement officers and their behavior can also be apparent due 
to an officer’s perceived race (Erez, 1984; Kerner, 1968; Dunham & Alpert, 1988).  
Community members may act differently when they believe that an officer visually presents 
differently than the race, ethnicity, or sex they identify as. This study did not address the physical 
characteristics of the officers involved but only how the respondents identified the officers. 
Therefore, if respondents in this study identified an officer as a race/ethnicity that the officer 
does not identify with, interactions could have overlooked. Furthermore, it is also possible that 
interactions appeared significant when in reality they were not. Future research regarding the 
differences between an officer’s perceived race/ethnicity versus how they personally identify 
needs to be further explored. 
 Future research should examine when in the sequence of a stop, sex, race, and ethnicity 





behavior from the initial observation of the traffic violation (due to the inability of officers to see 
within a vehicle from a distance) to when they come into contact with the subject at the vehicle's 
window (see, e.g., Gaston, 2019)? Do these effects also play out similarly in subject stops? 
A theory exists in the criminal justice field which suggests that diversifying law 
enforcement personnel to look more like the communities they work with will enhance the 
relationship between officers and community members (McCluskey, 2003; National Crime 
Prevention Council, 1995; The President’s Task Force on a 21st Century Policing Final Report, 
2015). However, based on the findings in this study, race/ethnicity is not significant regarding 
compliance behaviors. However, this is not to say that diversifying departments will not increase 
the trust and perceived legitimacy of the department itself. Rather, this study’s findings suggest 
that officer use of force and stop legitimacy are more important considerations for compliance, 
as research suggests that citizens are more likely to voluntarily comply with police commands 
when they view the department as legitimate (Tyler, 1990; Tyler, 2004; Mazzerolle et al., 2013; 
Kitzman & Emery, 1993; Lind et al., 1993). As such, police officers may want to directly 
address why they stopped an individual (McCarthy, 2012), giving the respondent more 
information about why the stop is legitimate in the eyes of the officer. Based on this study and 
other compliance research (Tyler, 1990), if the community member believes that the stop is 
legitimate, community member compliance is likely to increase.  
Conclusion 
While police use of force is actually a rare occurrence, law enforcement officers continue 
to face scrutiny for how they manage non-compliant citizens. As Palmiotto (2017) argues, 
the police need to be allowed to use force, so there is no need to automatically assume 





in the timing and extent of force. Certainly, the police should not be doing their job in 
fear of controversy all the time. Officers must do what is necessary in response to a 
situation, without worrying about how their actions may be misinterpreted in the 
aftermath. (p. 63) 
Nonetheless, the perceived legitimacy of police departments is thus more likely to influence 
community member compliance than officer and community member characteristics themselves. 
By operating with more transparency and procedural justice, law enforcement entities can 
hopefully increase their legitimacy and increase voluntary compliance, thus creating a more 
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